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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated the engagement rates of 25 
students in a mixed-age classroom of third- and fourth-graders. The 
time on task of the students was compared using thematic, 
interdisciplinary instruction and traditional, s ingl e~sub j ect 
instruction. Engagement rates were determined using an engagement 
rate observation form, students' self-perceptions, and teacher 
reflections. The results indicated that the students' engagement 
rates were higher during thematic instruction than during traditional 
instruction. Two appendixes contain copies of the engagement rate 
observation form and the student self-evaluation form- Contains 16 
references. (Author/MDM) 
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Engagement Rates 
Abstrac t 2 

This study investigated the engagement rates of 

students in a mixed-age classroom of 3rd and 4th 

graders. The time on task of the students was compared 

using thematic and traditional instruction. Engagement 

rates were determined by using an Engagement Rate 

Obse rvat i on Form , s t u de n t s ' se 1 f -pe rc ep t i ons ? and 

teacher reflections. The results indicated that the 

students' engagement rates were higher during thematic 

instruction as compared to traditional instruction. 
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Engagement Rates During 
Themat i c and Trad i t i onal I nstruc t i on 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
engagement rates o-F students in a mixed-age classroom 
of 3rd and 4th grade studen ts dur i ng trad i t i onal and 
themat i c teach i ng. Many studi es have i n vest i gated the 
effects of time on academic achievement. Three 
variables of time: (1) time allocated for learning, 
(2) time actually needed for learning, and (3) time 
engaged in learning have been shown to relate to 
academic achievement for students (Gettinger, 1985). 
Al 1 oc a ted T ime 

Allocated time is defined by Steere and Wiley 
(1985) as the time allocated to the teaching of a 
par t i cu 1 ar subj ec t . T i me ac tual 1 y needed for 1 earn i ng 
is that time the studen t needs to advance from 
nonmastery to a predetermined level of mastery 
(Gettinger, 1985). These two variables of time vary 
greatly for individual students, teachers, classrooms, 
and school s, Al 1 oc a t ed t i me v ar i es with the number of 
days in the school year, hours in the instructional 
day, end use of the time by the principal and 
individual teacher. In general, research supports a 
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relationship between total time allocated and academic 
achievement (Fredrick & Walberg, 1980). 

Time needed for achieving master/ varies with the 
individual learning rate of each student. Students 
must have sufficient time for learning according to 
their individual differences in order to achieve 
mastery. 
Engaged T i me 

I n t i ma t e 1 y connected with allocated t i me and t i me 
needed for learning is engaged time. Engaged time is 
" that por t i on of the al 1 ocated t ime dur i ng wh i ch the 
child is actually working or paying attention (Steere & 
Wiley, 1985, p. 3) . " Ultimately, engaged time would 
have a critical effect on academic achievement. 

In a study of the properties of attention during 
reading lessons it was found that the percentage of 
engaged time was positively related to reading 
achievement (Imai, Anderson, Wilkinson, & Yi, 1992). 
Similarly Tracz and Gibson <19S6) found a significant 
correlation be tween studen t engagemen t and ach i evemen t 
in reading and language. 

In a review of studies conducted over the last 50 
years which examined the effects of time on learning, 
Karwe i t (1984) found a wide range of correlations 



ERLC 



6 



Engagement Rates 
6 

between time and learning -from .10 to .70. In a review 
of time and learning, Fredrick and Walberg (1980) also 
founH a modest relationship between time spent in 
1 earn i ng and academ i c ach i evemen t . 
Academic Learning Time 

The Cal i-fornia Beginning Teacher Evaluation Study 
(BTES) evaluated the effects of time allocation and 
time use on students' academic achievement. Since time 
allocated for learning is not always equal to time 
spent engaged in learning, this study looked at the 
variable of Academic Learning Time which is defined as 
the amount of time that students are actively engaged 
in academic activities on which they are experiencing 
high rates of success (Murphy, 1992). In an analysis 
of the data in the BTES study, several findings 
addressed the relationship between time and learning. 
It was found that Academic Learning Time is positively 
associated with achievement reading and mathematics. 
The data also supported that in general the proportion 
of allocated time that students are engaged is a 
pos i t i ve predi c tor of academ i c ach i evemen t < Egber t & 
Kl uender, 1 984) . 

While the correlations between time and learning 
vary, there is certainly enough research to give the 
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relationship merit. Given these relationships between 
time and learning, I wanted to measure the effects on 
the engagement rates of the students in my mixed-age 
classroom when implementing thematic teaching as 
op posed to traditional teaching. Wh i 1 e there is n o 
specific e n gaqeme n t rate wh i c h si gn i f i e s succe ss or 
failure, Steere and Wiley <1985) suggest that teachers 
attempt to maintain a classroom engagement rate of 
80-S5X. They state that engagement rates under 65'A are 
def i n i te reasons for concern . 

Uli tn limited time during the school day, teachers 
must attempt to maximize the timf* that is available. 
One idea is to employ a model of teaching that would 
encourage students to spend a higher percentage of 
their time actively engaged in learning. 
Integrated Thematic Teach ing 

The literature cites many benefits of taking an 
integrated approach to teaching. Integrated Thematic 
Instruction <ITI), also referred to as thematic 
teaching, is "based on interfacing how students learn, 
instructional methods and strategies, and the 
curriculum (Bartz & Miller, 1??1 5 p. 20)." Curriculum 
i s v i ewe d as a wh o 1 e , not as a se r i e s o f se p ar a t e 
subjects. Connections are made within the different 
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learning areas, making the curriculum more meaningful 
to students. Integrating the curriculum by using 
thematic instruction naturally connects with children's 
1 earn i ng and de ve 1 opmen t because ch i 1 dren 1 earn i n an 
integrated -fashion (Traill, 1??2; Gareau & Kennedy, 
> . 

Con s i de ring t h e ap parent be n e f i t s of t hema t i c 
teach i ng wh M e al so recognizing the difficulty of 
effectively utilizing time in a mixed-age classroom, I 
wanted to investigate the engagement rate of my 
students when using the thematic approach to learning. 
It was the purpose of this study to compare the engaged 
time, also referred to as time on task, of the students 
in my mixed-age classroom during thematic teaching and 
t r ad i t i on a 1 teaching. 

Se 1 1 i ng 

I conducted my research in my own classroom at 
Dowdal 1 Elementary School, one of four elementaries in 
the Kearsiey Community School District located in 
F 1 i n t , M i c h i ga n . Dowda 11 is a 1st t h r ough 5 1 h grade 
school comp r i se d of 350 students of 1 ow to middle 
soc i oe c on om i c status. 

My par t i cu 1 ar c 1 assroom i nc 1 uded myse 1 f and 25 
students, 14 of whom were in the 4th grade and 11 of 
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w hi om were in t h e 3 r d grade. In t o t a 1 there w ere 1 6 

b o >■' s < 7 f o u r t h g r a d e r s and ? third grade r s ) a n d 9 g i r 1 s 

7 -four th grader s and 2 third grader s) , Three 4th 
graders r e c e i u e d -special services- in t h e f o r m o f a. 
q i f t e d p f_i 1 1 — ou t p r ogr am on e day p e r we e k . Two o f t h e se 
students also left the classroom for 75 minutes each 
ffior n i n g t o p ar- 1 i c i p a t e i n an ac c e 1 e r a t e d ma t h em a t i c s 
, ] ^ ~s . Two 3r d qr a de r s f r e q u e n 1 1 y r e c e i ',' e d r emo d 1 * 1 
s a p p or t ou t =■ i de o f t h e c 1 assr oonri in reading an d 
ma t hemat i c s . 

Students were in attendance from ti:55 a.m. until 
3:35 p.m. Students in my classroom received 6 hours of 
instruction per day, 5 hours of which were under my 
supervision. My time with the children in academic 
activities consisted of 2 1/2 hours in the morning and 
2 1 /2 hour s in the af t e r n oon . The add i t i on a 1 h ou r of 
i n struct i o n that the s t u de n t s r e c e i v e d e ac h day was 
u n d e r t hi e s u p e r v i s i o n o f o t I~i e r - t e a c hi e r s » S u c hi s u b j e c t s 
a s heal t h , sc i e n c e « p hi ys i c a 1 e du c a t i on , Sp an i sh , ar- 1 , 
an d iriu s i c we r e t a u gh t du r i n g t hi i s t i me . 

m 1 1 r ema i n i n g su b j e c t s wh i c h i n c 1 u de d 1 * n gu age 
arts, reading, mathematics, and social studies were 
taught during the 5 hi ours per day that I wa/= with the 
c h i 1 dr en. I was dire c t e d by t h e bu i 1 d i n g p r i n c i p a 1 t o 
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t e a c h s e p i a r a t e 1 a n g u a ye a r t , r e a d i n g , a n d m a i h e m a t : c s 
c u r r i c u 1 a t o the 3 r d a n d 4 1 h g r a d e r s t o t- n s u r * 1 1 1 : .< 1 t h e 
ch i 1 dren woul d rece i ye the i r correc t gr ade 1 evel 
subject matter. With our objectives for social studies 
b e i n g m o r e 1 o o s e 1 .» * d e f i n e d t h a n t hi o s e f o r 1 a n g u a g e 
arts , readi rig, arid mathemat i cs, I was abl e to teach 
u r i i t s s i m u 1 t a n e o u s 1 > ■ t o f. h e 3r d a ri d 4 t h g r a d e r s - . 
B e c a u s e m i x e d - a g e c 1 a s s r o om \. art' s e 1 d orn u v. e d in t h i s 
district, e f for 1 s were made to reassure parents that 
t heir' c l*i i 1 d " e n wou Id r e c e i v e t h e ap p r op r i a t e 
educational objectives and curr i cul urn f or- their grade 
1 e v e 1 - 

As a result of this direction, the instruction in 
m y c 1 a s sr oom bee am e f r a grrie n t e d and s e gm e n t e d b ,>■ g r a de 
level. From 9:00 to 11:00 a.m. was our reading and 
language arts time block. Dur.ng this time I directed 
one grade 1 eve 1 wh i 1 e the other studen ts worked on 
seatwork and se 1 f ~d i rec ted pr oj ec ts . Af ter i nstruc t i ng 
on e q r a d e 1 e v e 1 I w o u 1 d t h e n r e v e r s e t hi e pi- o c e s s i.« i i t ! i 
t h e o t h e r gr o u p r e c e i v i n g rri/ d i r e c t i o n w h i 1 e t hi e o t hi e r 
wor k e d i n de p e n de n 1 1 y . 

Mathemai i cs was a.l so taugh t i n th i s mariner . Af ter 
doing one or -two logic problems as a w' 1 group at the 
beginning of the rria thema t i c s period, the 3rd and 4th 
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graders were then separated. Students worked 

i ndependen 1 1 y on the i r par t i cu 1 ar ass i gnmen ts wh i I e I 

took turns directing each grade level • 

These demands on c 1 assroom managernen t and 
organ i z a t i on we re evident from the be g i n n i n g of the 
year r Designing and providing effective instruction 
simultaneously for two grade levels while maintaining 
an or gan i z e d c 1 assr oom we r e a c h a 1 1 e n ge f or the 
teacher. The students'' challenge was to realize and 
ad j u s t to this unique situation, especially in t e rms of 
work i ng i ndependen 1 1 y for e k tended per i ods of time. 
Despite the students'' super, or abilities to adapt to 
this organization as well as the r excellent behavior 
and independent working skills, I was concerned that 
this organ i zat i on , that is, teach ing as if there were 2 
separate classrooms, was not optimum for learning or 
teaching. In fact, studies conducted on time and 
learning in Dutch primary schools indicated that time 
engaged in learning was, on average, 6V. lower in 
mi xed-age c I assr ooms than in si ngl e-grade cl assrooms 
<Roelofs, Ueenman , & Lem , 1989). Concerned about my 
students'' time on task and interested if another 
teaching method wou 1 d have an effect on the students"' 
engagement rates, I began my own investigation, I 
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examined the time on task of students in my mixed-age 
classroom during thematic unit teaching and traditional 
1 esson teach i rig. 



Enqaqemen t Rate Observation Form 

I chose to use the Engageme n t Rate Obse r v a t i on 
Fo«"m published by the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development (A.S.C.D.) and promoted by Reyes 
and Alter (1986) designed to help teacher practitioners 
observe and evaluate the time on task and academic 
learning time of their students- 

This form (see Appendix A) was designed to measure 
an individual student or a group of students*' time on 
task percen tage rate . The Engagemen t Rate Form makes 
use of a time sampling technique to identify students' 
off task behaviors in three categories. The categories 
of nori-enqagement are (1) socializing, <2) uninvolved, 
or (3> waiting. Everyone not in these categories is in 
a category of (4) engagement. Every five minutes during 
the se t obse r v a t i on t i me a visual swe e p of the 
classroomc is to be made in a predetermined order and 
those students who are off task are to be coded with an 
S (socializing), U (uninvolved), or U ( wa i t i n g > f or 
that particular sweep. Directions for the observer are 
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given on the -form. Information such as where students 
are seated, who is absent, and the classroom activities 
occurring can also be recorded on the form. The 
Engagement Rate can be calculated by dividing the total 
number of on task occurrences by the number of total 
possible occurrences. Conversely, the off task rate 
can be calculated by dividing the number of off task 
occurrences by the number of total possible 
o c currency s . 
Observer- 

To record the i nf ormat i on on the Engagemen t Rate 
Form, an observer needed to be selected and trained. I 
needed an observer who met the following criteria: (a) 
an interest in children and research, (b) background 
experience in working with children, and <c) a 
willingness and ability to devote time to being trained 
and to observing in a classroom setting. 

The observer I chose was Carol McDonough. Mrs. 
McDonough currently teaches adult enrichment classes 
and previously taught pre-school for three years in the 
Kearsley District. As part of her training I 
introduced Mrs. McDonough to the students prior to the 
■f or ma 1 c 1 assr oom obse r v a t i on s . Du r i n g t h i s 
introduction period, she visited the classroom twice 
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for 1 h ou r p e r i ods , f am i 1 i ar i z i n 9 her- se 1 f w i t h the 

c 1 a s s r o om a n d a 1 1 ow j n q the c h i 1 dren t o bee cm e 

comfortable in her presence. After introducing herself 

as our classroom observer , she simply watched the 

c h i 1 dr e n i-m h i 1 e j o 1 1 i n g down wh a. t sh e p free i u e d s of f 

t ask be h a 1 , 1 i or s . 

A tter t h e c h i 1 d r e n w ere g o ne , t h e o b s e r 1 ■■ e r a rt d I 
processed whs t had transp i r ed dur i rig tha t c 1 =«ss per i od . 
I«.le d i s c ij s s e d t h o s e be li a y i o r s- t hi a t s he h a d ri o t e d a =■ o f f 
task and decided together which code ( S , U, or W) best 
correlated wi th those behaviors. 

As the final phase of the training, the observer- 
conducted a. trial oh se r y a t i on u n de r the s ame c on d i t i on s 
that t hi e form a 1 o b se r y a t i on s w ere made. S hi e ob s e r y e d a 
math 1 e s s on f o r 3 0 m i n u t e s, r e c o r d i n g o n 5 rri i n u t e 
i n t e r y a 1 s t h o s e s t u d e n t s n o t engaged w i t h a. n S , U , o r 
UJ . Sh e a. 1 so r e c or de d the time an d a.c t i y i t y f or- e ac h 5 
rri i ri u t e p e r i o d . Up o ri r e y i e w i n '3 t h i s p r a c t i c e E n g a g e m e n t 
Rate F o r rri w i t h t hi e o b s e r y e r , I f e 1 t c 'i< n f i d e n t t h a t h e 
h a d a g o o d u ri ci e r s t a n d i n g o f o n t a s k v e r s u =■ off t a s l< 
be hay i or . 

Ubser'v'at i on Per i ods 

T h e r w e r- e 6 f o r rri a 1 o b s e r y a t i o n p e r i d 7 -- f o r t hi e 
s 1 1 j d / . T hi r e e o f t hi o s e per i o d s o ccur r e d dur i n y 
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traditional lesson teaching, thus establishing the 
baseline data. The remaining 3 observations occurred 
during thematic lesson teaching. Each observation 
lasted 30 minutes. Two o-f the baseline observations 
were conducted in the afternoon and the other in the 
mor n i n g . Similarly, two of the obse r v a t i on s of the 
themat i c 1 essons were conduc ted i n the af ternoon and 
the other in the morning. Also, in an effort to keep 
these lessons as parallel as possible, the same 
subjects; mathematics, reading, and social studies, 
were taught using traditional and thematic instruction. 

In addition to these observations, I employed two 
other measurements which would ensure greater 
reliability of results. The students recorded their 
perceptions of their own time on task after each 
observed lesson. Immediately following the observed 
lesson, students received a teacher designed grid (see 
Append i x B for a samp 1 e gr i d) ask i ng them to f i 11 in 
how well they were on task during the lesson. The 
grids were designed to allow students to record their 
perceptions of their time on task separately for e&ch 
component of the lesson. The components included such 
categories as "Introduction, Guided Practice, Sharing, 
and Independent Practice." Students placed a check in 
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a box labeled "Always, Most of the Time, Seldom, or 
Never" for each part of the lesson. Students were 
reassured that this information would in no way affect 
their grade. As a. group we discussed the term "on 
tas k " and also discussed the f o u r c a t e gor i e s w h i c h the y 
could choose to mark. I encouraged the students to 
c om p 1 e t e these grids carefully and honestly. 

I n order to condense the data from these qr i ds , I 
a s s i q n e d a. n umb e r value t o each c a t e go r y . The number 
values were <a) 4 points for Always, (b> 3 points for 
Most of the Time, (c) 2 points for Seldom, and (d) 1 
point for Never. I averaged the points for each grade 
level by adding up all of the points and then dividing 
by the number of students in that grade level who were 
present during the lesson. I also averaged the points 
for the entire class. 

As another method of measuring time on task, I 
kept a log of reflections for each observed lesson. 
For the lessons during traditional lesson teaching and 
for the lessons during thematic teaching, I recorded 
my own percept i oris. I recorded my behav i ors, the 
s t u de n t s •"' be h av i or s , an d my awar e n e ss of on an d of < 
task behav i or i n the studen ts . 
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The time on task of the students in my mixed-age 
classroom during thematic unit teaching and traditional 
lesson teaching was compared using all three of the 
a b o ',' e met h o d s . T hi e p u r p o s e w a s not t o m e a s u r e m y 
a b i 1 i t y t o k e e p the s tuden t s o n t a s k ; the s t u de n t s 3. n d 
I w e r e c o r i ^ t a n t s . T hi e a r i a b 1 e w a s t hi e m o d e of 
i n s t r u c t i on , s p ec i f i c a 1 1 y t r ad i t i on a 1 an d t h em a t i c 
i nstruc t i on . 

Re su 1 t s of Obser y a t i on s 

Obser -y at i on I 

The f i rst formal observat i on occurred on the 
morning of April 21, 1993. This was a traditional 
lesson in reading. At the beginning of this lesson the 
3rd graders worked independently in their journals 
while I worked with the 4th graders on a problem 
solving passage in their reading b ook . T h e n I directed 
t hi e 3 r d gr a d e g r o u p w h i 1 e t hi e 4th 'gr ader- s r e a d 
i ndependen tlx. 

T w e n t y ~ t w o s t u d e n t s w er e p r e s en t f o r t h i s 1 e s s o n . 
Am y and Br- a n d o n w ere a b s e n t ; Robe r t w a s rece i v i n g 
r erne d i a 1 su p p or t ou t s i de of the c 1 assr com . During the 
7 swe e p s the ob se r v e r recorded 10 marks f or 
Sol i a 1 i z i n g , 11 mar k s f or Un i n y o 1 ed , an d 1 mar- k f or 
UJa i t i n g f see Table 1 > . This resulted i n 22 of f t * sk 
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Table i 18 
Engagemen t Pur i net Trad j_t_j_on_al Read i nq Lesson 

N=22 

Sweep 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Assigned 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 

Engaged 20 1? 20 21 14 18 20 

Sec i al i z i ng 2 2 0 0 5 0 1 

Un involved 0 1113 4 1 

Waiting 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 



Engagement Rate = Total Engaged ~ 85-7% 

Total Ass i gned 
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occurrences out of 154 possible occurrences. Upon 
calculating the Engagement Rate -from the Engagement 
Rate Form, there was a rate of 85. ?/^, This would 
indicate that during this particular lesson, the 
students were on task and engaged i n 1 earn i ng 85, ?'/, of 
the t i me . 

Th e students - ' se 1 f ~e v a 1 u a t i on s indicated t h a t 
dm e r a 1 1 the/ v i e we d t h emse 1 v e s as be i n g on task 
approximately 82.5/.' of the time. Upon averaging the 
scores for each student's se 1 f -eval uz t i on gr i d , there 
was a range of scores for the 4th graders of 58a to 
on task; only one student scored herself below 
75%. The range of scores for the 3rd graders was 63'/. 
to 1 D0>: on task . 

In reviewing my perception of this lesson, I noted 
that I spent a great deal of time going back and forth 
between grade level groups. I also noted that while 
the 4 th grader s seemed ver y i n ten t dur i ng the i r 
independent reading, it was difficult to know if they 
were trul y readi ng and comprehend i ng we 1 1 ■ In add i t i on 
I noticed that the 3rd grade students seemed to be 
easily distracted when I left their group to work with 
t he 4 t h graders . 
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Qbser-'-'H.t i on I I 

The second observat i ori tc k p 1 ace on the at tern con 
o f A p r i 1 29, 1 ? 9 3 . T h i s o b s e r v a t i o n w as of a 
t r 5 d i t i on a 1 I e sson i n see i a 1 s t ud i e s . Du r i n g t h i s 
1 e sson the 4 t h qr ade r = r e ad a c h ap t er i n t heir t e >: t 
abou t M i c h i gan . Th e >■ we re then to z< n smer f i e 
q u e = t i on s wh i c h we imou 1 d d i sc u ss late r . Th e 3 r d 
g r a d e r s w o r- k e d m o s 1 1 y w i t h d i rect i o n f r om m >■ s e 1 -f ; w e 
read and discussed together the articles in the i r 
Week 1 y Readers . At the end of t h e 3 r d grade w hoi e 
g r o up 1 e s s o n , they w e r e a s s i qned t o a n s w er s e u e r a 1 
questions in their W eek 1 y Readers independently. 

Tw en ty-f ou r s t u d e n t s w er e pr e s e n t f o r t h i s 1 e s s o n « 
Tess a w a s a b sent o n this d a y . During the 7 sw e e p s , the 
oL -er ver recorded 33 marks tor Socializing, 3 marks for 
U n i n v o 1 y e d , a n d 0 m a. r k s f o r W a. i t i n g see T a b 1 e 2 ) . 
T h i s resulted i n 3 6 o ft t a s k o c c u r r e n c e =■ o u t o f a t o t a 1 
of 1 63 p oss i b 1 e oc c u r r e n c e s mak i n g the En qagem* n t Pa t e 



a 'i t i e 1 >■' e n g a g e d i n t h e 1 e a r ri i ri g a s s i g ri m en t ? 3 . 6*A o f 

the t i me an d une n gage d 21. of t he t i me . 

The s t u d e n t s » i e w e d the rn s e 1 e s a •=. b e i n q o ri t a s k 

3 r , 3*-;' of t he t i me . Look' i n g t i n d i v i du a 1 



Th i s iaiou Id i rid i ca t e t h a t the s t u dent s wer e 



=.e 1 f - e v a 1 u a t i o n s s t h e 



3 r d Cj r • a d e r s g a v e a r a n g e o f 
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Table 2 

Enqaqemen t Pur i nq Trad i t i onal See i al Studies Lesson 

N=24 



sweep 



4 5 



Ass i qned 



>4 24 24 24 24 24 24 



Engaged 



10 21 17 14 1. 



24 20 



boc i a 1 i z i nq 



1 0 



Un i nuol yed 



1 0 



0 0 0 0 



Wa i t i nq 



0 1 



0 0 0 



Engagement Rate = Total Engaged = 78. 67. 

Total Ass i gned 
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scores of 63% to 100/i. The 4th graders assessed their 
o n t a s K be M a v i o r i n a r a n g e o f <£• 9K t o 1 0 0 % A . 

Upon reviewing my re-flections on this lesson, I 
•found that 1 sensed much distraction and boredom in the 
studen ts . For e xamp 1 e ? I noted that the 4th graders 
i mrri e d i a t e 1 y engaged themselves- i n their i ■ e a d i n g of 1 1 1 e 
c i 1 a p t e r o ri M i c h i g a n ? b u t a. f t e r a b o u t 15 m i n u t e s- se y era! 
s t u den 1 -- be a me of f t ask an d be ga n soc i a 1 i z i n g w i t h 
t h e i r n e i g h b o r s . T hi e 3 r d grader s a p p e a r e d o n t a s k 
d u r i n '9 t hi e par t o f t hi e 1 e s s o n i n w hi i c h I w o r k e d 
direct! y w i t h t hem ; h owe u e r , wh en o ss i gn e d t o won k 
i n d e p e n d e n t ] y , they needed several r e m i n d e r s t o 
concentrate o n their assignment. 
Obser va t ion III 

Th i s t r ad i t i on a 1 1 e s son i n ma t h ema t i c s t ook p 1 ace 
during the afternoon of May 3, 1993. I reviewed the 
p r e k* i ou s d a y " s 1 es s o n o n d i v i s i o n w i t hi t h e 4th g r a d e r s ? 
hi a d s t u ' i e n t s d □ p r a c t i c e p r obi e m s o n t hi e b o a r d , a n d 
then a s s i g n e d t hi e 4 t h g r a d e r s t o c orn p 1 e t e a p a ge f r om 
the i r mathemat i cs tex tbooks . The 3rd gr aders drew 
arrays to sol ve di v i si on f ac ts wh i 1 e I worked wi th the 
4th graders. After assigning the 4th graders to work 
i r i d e p e ri d e n 1 1 >■ j I w e r 1 1 o v e r ■ t h e a era >■ s w i t h t h e 3 r ■ d 
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graders together and then assigned them several 
p> r o b 1 em s t o c om p 1 e t e t r orri t h e i r t e x t b o o k s . 

Twenty-three students were present during this 
1 e =.son . Amy- and Brandon were pulled out to work on a 
s e p ■?. r a t e c- n i ' i h m e n t p r o j e c t . During t h e 7 s w e e p =■ t hi e 
o b e e r v e r r e c o r d e d 2 ? m a r • k s f o r S o c i a 1 i 2 i n g , 5 mar- k =■ f o r 
U n i r •■ ' o 1 " e '"J , =« r 1 d 0 m a r k =■ f o r W a i t i n g < = e e T a b 1 e 3 . 
T h i i3 c o r 1 ? t i t u t * d 3 2 o f f t a. s k o c c urrence s o u t o f 1 6 1 
jj o v s 1 b 1 e o c c u r reiice? resulting i n a n E n g a g e m e n t Pat e o f 
30 . 1 % , Th i s p er c e rt t age r a t e wou Id in d i c: ate t h a t 
students were actively engaged 80. \V, of the time and 
unengaged 1 9 . ?'/. of the 1 esson per i od , 

The se 1 f -e val ua t i on grids revealed that overall 
t hi e student s p e r c e i v e d t h a t t hi e y w ere o ri t a s k 8 3 . 6"A o f 
the time. The scores that the 4th graders assigned 
t h e rri s e 1 v e 9. r a n g e d f r om 6 9 % A t o 1 0 0 "A . The r a ri g e o t 
scor e s f or the 4 1 h gr ade r s was 5SX to 10 0Y, . Th i s w i de 
r a. r 1 g e n t a > b e a. r e s u 1 t o f t w o s t u d e ri t s w 1 1 o h a d 
d i f f i c u 1 t y i,m o r k i n g i n d -e p '? 1 1 d e n t 1 >■ a n d i- 1 1 1 u ~ ■ : ■ ■ d 
t h ems e 1 v e s a « 58X t i me on t ask . The r em a i n i n g 3r d 
qraders scored Uienv-ie 1 ves at 83"-'. and hi i q i 1 f r ■ . 

My perception of the students*'' engagement rates 
wa*-.. s imi 1 «ap for bol h -^ge groups. The 4th gr aders 
seem e d q u i t e e ri g a g e d d u r i n g t hi e r e v i e w a n d p r a c t i c e 
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Table 3 

Eriqaqemeri t Pur i nq Trad i t i onal Mathemat i cs Lesson 

N=23 
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Sweep 



Ass i qneci 



En paged 



21 21 IS IS 15 20 16 



Soc i a I i z i nq 



Un i n^ol ved 



0 0 10 



1 1 



Wa i ting 



0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



Engagement Rate - Total Engaged = 30.1/.' 

Total Assi qned 
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session and they worked -fairly well independently. It 

became obvious, however, that as the time went on it 

was difficult for the students to keep on task. 

S i m i 1 ar 1 y , the 3r d gr ader s se erne d teen j oy dr aw i n g 

arrays to solve division facts but they had difficulty 

toward the end of the period with working 

independently. I also noted that i t appeared as if the 

3r d gr ade r s h ad rnor e difficult y 1 h an the 4th gr- c< de r s 

w i t h sta y i n g o n t a s k w h e n I w a s n o t d i r e c 1 1 y w o r k i n g 

w i t hi their group . 

Thematic Lesson Observation I 

This 1 e sson t ook p 1 ac e on the rnor- n i n g of Ma y 1 0 , 
1993. This lesson was part of our thematic unit on 
fairy tales and folktales. The concentration of this 
theme was "What do fairy tales and folktales tell us 
abou t our se 1 ves and others?" Th i s 1 esson wh i ch I 
categorized as a social studies lesson, dealt with 
analyzing character and personality traits based on 
what a character says or does in a story. I began the 
lesson by reading Sn ow Wh i te to the students and then 
as a whol e group , mapp i ng Snow Wh i te and the Ev i 1 
Queen's characteristics. After a discussion with the 
students on internal versus external characteristics, I 
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then asked the children to map their own 

c h a r ac t e r i s t i c s ba = e d on things that the y do - 

Twen ty-t hr e e s t uden t s we re present during t h i s 
1 e s son . Amy an d Br an don we re pulled out f or e n r i c hme n t 
a t this time. A s- s h ow n i n Table 4 , the o b s e r u e r 
r e c o r d e d 7 n : a r k s f or S o c i a 1 i z i n g a ri d n o m a r k 5 f o r 
Un « n 1 o 1 1 ■' e d o r U a i t i n q d u r i n 9 t hi e ? sw e e p s . " ■.■ >:- n •■ • -f r 
t a ■ : k mac k s ou t of :< t o t a 1 of i 6 1 p o-;-s i b 1 e- o»- <: ur-i e n l e s 
r e i- u 1 t e d in a r 1 E r 1 9 a 9 e m * n t R a t e o f 9 5 . ?'■". . This w o u 1 d 
' indicate t hi a t s t u d e n t s. w er e a c t i e 1 y engaged 95. 7'< o f 

the 1 e sson and that the y we re unen gage d on 1 y 4 . 37, of 
this t i me per i od . 

T hi e sel -f-t v a 1 u a t i o ri grids indicated t h a t i n 
gene r a 1 student s p e r c e i y e d t h e rri s e 1 e s a s o n t a s k 9 2 . 2*4 

0 -f t hi e time. T hi e r a ri g e o f s cores- f o r t hi e 3r d graders 
was 5 5" ^ t o 1 0 0 " - • ; on 1 y on e s t u de r t sc or e d herself be 1 ow 
90'/.. The range was- similar for the 4th graders; their 
r a ri g e w a s ? 5Y. t o 1 0 0 . 

I f 1 o t e d s e 'v 1 e r a 1 item s i n m >■ r e fleet i o ri of this 

1 e ss on . First, I n o t e d t h a t t h 0 r e wa =■ a 1 o t of 

d i ~ c u c.s i ,-, r , go i n g on du r i n g this 1 e sson per i od . I i ou n d 
this m u c hi e a s i e r t o f a c i 1 i t a t e t h a n i f I h a d be e n 
t e a c h i n g 1 1-'-" o d i f f e r e n t 1 e s s 0 n s s i m u 1 t a n e o u s 1 >■ . S e c o n d y 
1 l i e d i s c u ■= .:■ i ij 1 1 u" "I ; u r r i n g d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d c o n c e r 1 1 •.* d 




Table 4 

Engagement During Thematic Social Studies Lesson 

N=23 
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Sweep 



3 4 



5 6 7 



Ass i qned 



Engaged 



1 23 



21 20 



Soc i al i z i nq 0 



0 0 0 



Un i nvol ved 



Wa i t i nq 



0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



Engagement Rate = Total Engaged = 95. 7% 

Total Ass i qned 
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the 1 ess o n w e w er e w o r king o n i ri c 1 a s s . Finally, I 
n u t e d t h a t t hi c c h i 1 d ren seemed t o be ge n u i n e 1 y e n j o / i n g 
this ac t i v i t y an d we r e ac t i y e 1 y e ri gage d • 
Themat i c Lesson Qbseryat j on I I 

T h i s 1 »? l : ci n t o o {•■' p 1 a c e o n t h e a f ter n o n o f 1-1 a y 1 2 , 
1 9 9 3 . The f o c u s of this 1 e s s o ri i,- 1 a s t o a n a. 1 y z e 
f I k t r< i e r:- i n or de r t o de t e rm i n e wh a t mor r< 1 or me ssage 
the. 1 1 «. : - ) d . I c a t e g o r i z e d 1 h I s 1 e s s o n a = a r e a '".1 i n g 
1 e ■= s 'i' n si i*i c e- it; o s t o -f t h e time s t u d e ri t s w e r e e n gaged i r r 
r ead i ng and anal > z i ng what they r ead • At the beg i rm i ng 
of the lesson I read aloud "The Fox and the Grapes" and 
as a qr cup we tried to di seer n the me an i n g be h i n d t h i s 
tale. Ne >■: t , I put the s t u de n t s i n t o gr ou p s of 3 or- 4 
and gaye them a choice of fables. They read one fable 
and analyzed it by rewriting it in the form of a modern 
day newsc as t . 

Twe n t y - 1 h r e e student s w er e present f o r t h i s 
lee- son. Brandon and Tomi were absent. As shown in 
Table 5 , t h e o b s e r v e r r i o t e d o ri 1 y 7 m a r ■ k = f o r 
Sou i al i 'z i ng and none for Un i nvol ued or Wa i t i ng dur i ng 
the 7 sw e e p s- . T h i s r e s u 1 t e d i n a n E n g a g e mi e ri t R ate o f 
95 . ?/. . Th i s wou 1 d i n d i c a t e that s t u den t s we r e ac t i y e 1 y 
engaged in tliiE.- lesson 95. ?M of the t i me and unengaged 
on 1 > 4 . 3'.' of Hie t ime . 
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Table 5 

EnqaQemen t Pur i nq Themat i c Rei^d i nq Lesson 

N=23 
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Sweep 



Ass i qned 



Engaged 



3 21 £0 



22 20 



Soc i a 1 i z i nq 0 2 0 1 



1 0 



Un i n vol ved 



0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



Wa i t i nq 



0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



Engagement Rate = Total Engaged = 95 . 77. 

Total Ass i qned 
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The sel f-eval uat i on yr i ds showed that the students 
p e r c e i v e d the m s e 1 e s a s o n t a s k ? 1 . ?/i o f t l'i e t i n i e . T h e 
r an ge of sc or- e s f or i n d i v i dual 3r d qr a d e r s was 6 ?"■» t o 
1 0 0 /.' . Ten o f the 11 3 r d qr ad e r s h a d s c o r e s o f 92 or 
abov e on t h e i r se 1 f ~e v a 1 u a t i on yr- i ds . The r an qe o f 
scores for 4th graders was 75X to 100/'.. 

My r e fleet i on on this 1 e sson a 1 so i n d i c a t * d rri >• 
percept i on of a h i qh eri gagenrien t rate among the 
s t u d e n t s ► The r e wa s a 1 o t o f e n t h u s i a srri d u r i ri g t h i s 
lesson; several groups asked for additional time to 
work on this task. Overall, there was much activity- 
arid d i sc uss i on . 

Themat i c Lesson Ubservat i on III 

This- less o ri t o o k place on t h e after- n o o n o f M a y 1 8 , 
1993- In tnis lesson students gathered data and 
created g r- a p h s ; I categorized this a s a. math 1 e s s o n . 
At the beginning of the lesson I polled the students'* 
f a v o r i t e fair- y t a 1 e s and the n as. a g r o u p w e d i sc u s s e d 
different ways in which we could display the data. 
After- th i s , I ass i gne d s t u den t s t o p oil 1 0 c 1 as sma t es 
t o f i n d ou t their f av or i t e fair- y tale s an d t h e n d i sp 1 ay 
t h e i r da t a i n a qr ap h . 

Tw e n t ,•■ *- u n e s 1 u d e ri t s w e r e p r e s e n t f o r t his 1 e s s o n . 
Am . . a n d R a c ! i u 1 1 m o» r ». j a t « n t a n d B r a ri d o n a n d D u = tin 1 1 a d 



ERLC 



31 

BEST COPY AVAILfiBLfc 



Engagement Rate 
3 



been pulled out for enrichment. During ? sweeps th 
observer recorded 10 marks for Social izing and none for 
Un i n v o 1 v e d or Waiting (see Table 6 ) . Out of a total of 
147 possible occurrences, this resulted in an 
Engagement Rate of 93.2'A. This would indicate that 
o v e r a 1 1 , the students were actively engaged in this 
1 e s s o n 9 3 . 2Y* of the t i m e arid unengaged 6 . 3X o f t h e 
t i me . 

Anal ys i s of t h e student s se 1 f ~e v a 1 u a t i on gr i ds 
indicated that the students perceived themselves as 
being on task 96 .IX of the time. Se 1 f -percep t i ons for 
the 3rd graders ranged from 85% to 100/,. 

Se 1 f -percep t i ons for the 4 th graders ranged from 60'A to 
1 00%. 

In my reflect! on on this 1 e sson , I noted h ow 
focused the children had been during this period. They 
had appeared enthusiastic about getting their data by 
interviewing classmates. The students put effort into 
their graphs; 2 4th graders chose to create a pie chart 
and used calculators to help them determine 
percentages. I sensed a high level of involvement and 
enthusiasm during this lesson. 
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Table 6 

Enqaqemen t Pur i nq Themat i c Mathemat i cs Lesson 

N=21 
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Sweep 



6 7 



Ass i gned 



21 21 21 21 21 21 21 



Engaged 



20 19 1? 21 20 1? 19 



Soc i a 1 i z i no 1 2 



0 1 



Un involved 



0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



Wa i ting 



0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



Engagement Rate = T otal Engaged - 93.27. 

Total Ass i gned 
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D i scuss i on 

Many interesting findings can be made upon 
r e v i ew i n g the results, of the obse r y a t i on s . A not ab 1 e 
finding of this stud/ is that the engagement rates did 
i n crease for the s t u den ts i n my c 1 assroom when themat i c 
i nstruc t i on was emp 1 oyed . Th i s was of par t i cu 1 ar 
interest to me since it was my goal to determine 
whe ther themat i c 1 esson teach i ng wou 1 d af f ec t the 
e n gag erne n t rate s o f m y studen t s . As s h own in T a b 1 e 7 , 
the engagemen t rates , as de term i ned using the 
Engagemen t Ra t e Gbser va t i on Form , were 85 . ?'X , ?S . 6Y. , 
and 80 . V/. for the tr ad i t i onal 1 esson s . The engagemen t 
rates for t hi e thematic unit lessons were 95.7%, 95 . 7V. , 
and 93.2/'.. It appears from this data that students 
were more actively engaged during the thematic lessons 
than the traditional lessons. 

It was also apparent that the students perceived 
themselves as being on task more frequently when 
engaged i n the 1 e s s o n s w h i c h f o c used o n t h e t h em a t i c 
unit of study. Students 1 ' self-percepti on s as 
calculated from teacher-made se 1 f -e val ua t i on grids, 
indicated that dur i ng the t rad i t i onal 1 esson s studen ts 
pence i v e d t h emse 1 v e s as on t ask at rate s of 8 2 . 5X , 
39.5X, and S3, 6'A . During the thematic unit lessons, 
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Summary Table of Engagement Rates 
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Traditional 



Thematic 



S U W Engagement Student 

Rate Perception 



Reading 


10 


11 


1 


85. 


7 


82 . 


5 


Social St. 


33 


3 


0 


78 


.6 


89. 


5 


Math 


27 


5 


0 


80 


.1 


83 


.6 



Reading 


7 


0 


0 


95. 


7 


91 . 


9 


Social St. 


7 


0 


0 


95. 


7 


92 


.2 


Math 


10 


0 


0 


93 


.2 


96 


.1 
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students perceived themselves as. on task 92. 2''.', 91 . ?'/. , 
an d 96 . 1 /- of the t i me . 

My re f 1 ec t i oris on these lessons also seemed to 
correlate with the findings from the Engagement Rate 
Observat i on Forms and the students"' se 1 f -per cep t i on 
grids. In my reflections I noted that the students 
were enthusiastic and actively involved during the 
thematic unit lessons. I sensed sincere interest and 
mo t i v a t i on du r i n g these 1 e ss on s . Du r ing the 
traditional lessons I also noted that, in general, the 
students were engaged; however, I also observed that it 
appeared that many of the students were bored. They 
did their assignments with relatively high engagement 
rates, but they seemed to work mechanically, with 
little apparen t en thus i asm . 

It has been suggested by some researchers 
(Karweit, 1988; Blackadar & Nachtigal, 1986) that in 
certain instances trying to increase students' 
engagement rates is a waste of time. Blackadar and 
Nachtigal (1986) state that if data is collected which 
reveals that students'' engagement rates are already 
fairly high <in the range of 75>- or higher), then 
investing time and energy into improving them even more 
i s unw i se . 
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Th e base line data, in my s t u dy reveals t h at the 
intial engagement rates of the students in my classroom 
were 82 . 5X , 89. 5%, and 83.6%; these rates were well 
w i thin the suggested r an ge of 75% or h i gh e r . Howe v e r , 
1 c h ose to e x per i me n t wit h an o I h e r mode of teaching to 
o b s e r v e its effect on t hi e engagement rates of t h e 
s t u d e n t s i n m y c 1 a s s r ■ o om f o r s e v e r a 1 r e a s on s . 

The first reason was that this study did not look 
at the engage m e r 1 1 rates of s t u de n t s f o r a n e n t \ r e d a y • 
Th i s s t u dy concerned itself w i t h t hi e percent age of t i me 
that students were actively engaged during 6 planned 
lessons. That did not constitute taking into account 
all uses of available school t i me such as lunch, 
recess, bathroom breaks, and transition periods which 
would certainly reduce the overall engagement rate. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
engagemen t rates of the students only during these 
particular lessons in order to determine how thematic 
teaching would influence the students" engagement 
rates. 

I al so thought that i t was worthwh i 1 e to address 
the engagement rates of my students because of the way 
i n wh i c h t h e c 1 ass was organ i z e d . W i t h m i x e d-aqe 
group i ng ind the c h a 1 ] en ge of teach i ng as i f ther e wer * 
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2 separate classrooms, I was continuous!/ moving 

be twee n t h e 2 gr ade 1 e v els, of ten leaving the student s 

t o wor k i n de p e n de n 1 1 y . While a c e r tain amou n t o-f 

independent work is desirable, I sensed that this 

c c*fii p ) e t e s e p a rate n e s s o f the g cade 1 e v e 1 s w as n o t the 

be s t s i t u a t i on f or my s t u de n t s . 

Additional findings tr om i h i s s t u dy rev e a 1 t h a t 
s t u d e n t s e n j o y e d w o r k i n q a s a w h o 1 e c 1 a s s d u r i n g the 
thematic 1 e s s o n s . Student s e x p r e ■= s e d e ri j o ym e n t i n n o t 
using text books during the thematic unit lessons. The 
•following are quotes from the students recorded during 
a class discussion o-f which lessons were most 
interesting and why. 

"It's more -fun doing it together." (Tom, 4th 
gr ade ) 

"It's better doing it as a whole group, not half 
the class." (Mariana, 4th grade) 

"Doing work from the book is tiring." (Jason, 3rd 
gr ade ) 

11 F r om the b o ok it "' s boring. T h e o t h e r w a y i t '' s 
mor e exciting. " ( Rac he 1 , 4th grade ) 

"It's [thematic 1 e sson s ] tun and we ''r e more quiet 
w i Hi fun stuff." (Jessica, 3rd grade) 
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These quotes f r om the s t u de n t s max indicate wh y 
the engagement rates i ncreased dun i ng the themat i c 
lessons. It is apparent -from their comments that the 
students enjoyed working as a whole group as well as 
wo r k i n g without their traditional text books. The 
thematic approach motivated the students by capturing 
the i r in terest . Th i s cor- re spends w i th Chao' s < 1 990 ) 
as se r t i on t h a t t h e u se of t h ema tic unit s doe s i n c r e a se 
motivation because the individual needs and interests 
of the students are being met. 

Recommendat i ons 

The results of this study revealed that for this 
particular classroom, thematic teaching was beneficial 
in terms of the quantity of time students were actively 
engaged in learning. Discussions with the students 
also indicated that their interest and motivation 
increased during thematic teaching as compared to 
tradi t i oral teach i ng. 

I would recommend the use of thematic teaching in 
elementary classrooms. I would especially endorse its 
use in mi i x e d - a g e c 1 a s s r o om s , w h e r e traditional 
organization and teaching can be quite cumbersome. 
Thematic teaching allows for whole class instruction 
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and captures the students'" enthusiasm by meeting their 
i n t e r • e s t s . 

Certainly no single leaching method is appropriate 
for all circumstances. The interests and needs of the 
students must be addressed when deciding on different 
modes of teaching. Each classroom situation is unique 
an d e du cater s need I o be aw ar e of t e a c h i n 9 me t h ods 
wh i c h be s t fit t h e i r si t u a t i on . 

For mi xed-age c 1 assrooms, themat i c teach i ng 
enables teachers to provide direct instruction to b o t hi 
gr ade 1 e v els s i mu 1 t an e ou si y . Th is e ase s the c omp 1 e x i t y 
of the c 1 assr 00m organization while providing an 
environment where students are more apt to be actively 
engaged in learning. The amount of t i me students are 
engaged in learning is a concern for all teachers; 
however, because the complexity of mixed-age classrooms 
may lead to lower student engagement rates, time must 
be of spec i al concern for teachers of mi xed-age 
classrooms. Teaching through thematic units is one 
method that teachers of mixed-age classrooms can use to 
try to increase the time on task of their students. 
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Teacher's Name 
Observer's Name 

Sweep Time 

2 

3. ZZ \ 

4. . 

5. 



Date 



Time Be^in: 
End: 



Activity 



S^ecp Time 
6. ■ 



Activity 



S. 
9. 
10. 



(Front of Room) 



S 

U - Un involved 
W - Uniting 



Socializing 



Directions for the Observer 

(Before the observation, the teacher being observed has 
filled In the students names.) 

1. Fill in teacher name, date, and time. 

2. When the time allocated for teaching begins, fill in the 
Time and Activity, and make a sweep of the students in 
a predetermined order. Mark only those who are non- 
engaged with a S, U, or W; a slash ('); Jnd the number 
of the sweep (S'l). 

3. Repeat step 2 every five minutes until the observation 
period ends. 

(Source: A.S.C.D. Video Handbook, "Effective Teachina For 



44 BEST COPY AMIABLE 



Engagement Rates 
44 



Appendix B 



Reading Lesson I (3rd grade) 

I was on task : 

(Always iMost of Seldom Never 
! ; the time j 



Introduction 



Independent work 
in journals 



Sharing journal j 
work { 



Guided reading 
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